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Ulrich Pfeffel’s Library:  
Parish Priests, Preachers and Books in the Fifteenth Century 
 
In 1460 Karl von Seckendorf sent the following note along with a manuscript that 
included a biblical commentary by Matthias de Liegnitz, the Postilla super epistulas 
dominicales, to an acquaintance: 
Dear Sir Ulrich, I have often been given to understand how much you like the 
books. I am now sending them to you and will give you a better deal than I would 
give to others and ask if you could lend me four gulden, which I will repay you. It 
is not an issue if you do not have the money; keep the books anyway. When I am 
able to visit you, then we can come to an agreement. If you then must have the 
[four] gulden, then I do not wish to burden you about it. Karl von Seckendorf.1  
 
Karl von Seckendorff matriculated into the University of Heidelberg on 12 August 1457 
and later served as a cathedral canon in Eichstätt. The recipient, Ulrich Pfeffel, was at the 
time serving as the rector of the parish church in Preith, a village near Eichstätt, located 
in modern-day Bavaria. Pfeffel carefully preserved the letter and, perhaps inspired by 
feelings of gratitude, used the reverse to record notes on the nature and benefits of good 
works.  
Historians have been slowly chipping away at the grosser caricatures of the late 
medieval clergy hewn by earlier generations of scholars and confessional antagonists, but 
the results of their efforts have been uneven.2 Scholarly surveys of the Reformation, for 
example, no longer automatically identify the ignorance and venality of the parish clergy 
as a major cause of the Protestant revolt.3 On the other hand, just a decade ago two well-
respected scholars of the English parish clergy could still assert that the older image of 
the village parson as a “barely literate, barely celibate, barely sober bumpkin” persists.4 
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In particular, there remains sufficient suspicion about the intellectual attainments of the 
parish clergy that it might cause some surprise to see a fifteenth-century priest like Ulrich 
Pfeffel so eagerly seeking out books from friends away at university. Since the thirteenth 
century, bishops had demanded that parish priests keep copies of the diocesan statutes 
and a suitable pastoral handbook, but the frequency with which bishops felt it necessary 
to repeat themselves has convinced many historians that priests struggled to fulfill even 
these modest demands. John Shinners, who in many ways has worked to rehabilitate our 
image of the medieval parish clergy, summed up his overview of parish libraries in 
England by dismissing them as “bare-bones” and advised against continuing the fruitless 
search for book-owning priests.5 
In fifteenth-century German-speaking lands, however, the search has not been in 
vain.6 In Pfeffel’s homeland during the fifteenth century, Latin schools were proliferating 
in cities, towns, and even some villages. To look only at the area in which Pfeffel was 
active, whereas in 1399 there were only 39 towns with ‘common schools’ (gemeine 
Schulen) in Franconia and the Electoral Oberpfalz, there were nearly 200 by 1520, 29 of 
these in villages.7 As the number of grammar-school students increased, so too did the 
numbers of university students. Over the course of the fifteenth-century the ranks of the 
university-educated became so swollen that more and more such men were pushed into 
ever lower levels of secular and ecclesiastical administration, including into the parishes.8 
Improvements in education created a rising demand for books, a demand which 
was more capable of being met than ever before thanks to the plummeting price of paper 
and, beginning in the 1470s, to the printing press.9 The impact of the press on book 
production has long been of scholarly interest; less well known is that manuscript 
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production experienced its own boom in the fifteenth century, especially in Italy and the 
Empire. Between 1400 and 1470 manuscript production in the Empire had nearly 
quadrupled and was increasing at the rate of 70% every 25 years.10 These observations 
have forced historians to re-evaluate the culture of the late Middle Ages.11 Increased book 
production and the accelerating circulation of new forms of communication like placards, 
leaflets, and tracts make it possible to talk about the nascent formation of public opinion 
and a public sphere in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth century. Daniel Hobbins, for 
example, has recently argued that Jean Gerson (d. 1429), theologian, chancellor of the 
University of Paris, and a leading participant at the Council of Constance, should be seen 
as a public intellectual who saw his writings as a way of shaping public opinion.12  
There is no reason to suppose that the parish clergy did not also benefit from these 
developments; indeed they would have constituted a major portion of the audience that 
bookmen like Jean Gerson were trying to reach. In sermons delivered in 1404 and 1408, 
Gerson argued explicitly that cheap and simple tracts on the basics of the Christian faith 
could help educate priests in the parishes.13 In the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 
pastoral handbooks for priests and vernacular tracts for the laity streamed from the pens 
of energetic church reformers, many of whom became convinced that catechetical 
instruction based on the Ten Commandments was the best means of rooting out sin, 
heresy and superstition.14 Theologians at the University of Vienna, led most notably by 
Heinrich von Langenstein (d. 1397) and Nicholas von Dinkelsbühl (d. 1433), embraced 
the catechetical program with particular enthusiasm and produced countless tracts on 
pastoral theology in both Latin and German.15 
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Many of these works achieved phenomenal success, at least judging by surviving 
numbers of manuscripts. For example, Gerson himself produced a half dozen catechetical 
pamphlets in French. Three of these, an explication of the Ten Commandments, a 
confessional manual arranged according to the Seven Deadly Sins, and a guide to dying 
well, were translated into Latin and acquired the title Opus Tripartitum. The short 
collection found an enthusiastic audience at the Council of Constance and from there 
spread throughout the Empire in both Latin and German translations. The collection 
survives in more than 200 manuscripts and went through twenty-three editions in five 
languages before 1500.16  
Bishops and reformers, especially in the Empire, certainly began to revise their 
expectations in the fifteenth century. In his popular Manuale curatorum, first printed in 
1503, Johann Ulrich Surgant included a list of ninety titles that he recommended as 
useful for the parish preacher, but admitted that six books would do “if you have to get 
along with little in the beginning.” These were William of Paris’ Postilla super evangeliis 
et epistolis, Petrus de Palude’s Sermologum thesauri novi de tempore et de sanctis, Peter 
Lombard’s Sentences, William Durandus’ Rationale divinorum officiorum, Hugo 
Ripelin’s Compendium theologicae veritatis, and a Speculum exemplorum.17 The 
sermons, moral tales, theology, liturgical exposition, and scriptural commentary 
contained in these texts would have been of great use to a novice pastor. In October of the 
same year the bishop of Basel included Surgant’s handbook itself among a list of twelve 
titles with which curates should be familiar.18 
While Surgant’s list of ninety titles was surely optimistic, it is true that parish 
libraries increased in both number and size during the fifteenth century with many of the 
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new books donated by members of the parish clergy.19 In 1529, the parish library in 
Schwabach, for example, boasted of 164 books, of which twenty-two manuscripts 
produced before 1500 and 122 incunabula survive to this day.20 A major obstacle, 
however, in any study of book-ownership among priests and preachers is that 
biographical information on members of this clerical class is sparse. While books once 
owned by members of the lower clergy survive in libraries across Germany, little is 
known about the prior owners of most of these volumes and virtually nothing known 
about how, when, and why they acquired the texts they did. 
Ulrich Pfeffel, a priest, preacher, and avid book collector in the dioceses of 
Eichstätt and Bamberg in the second half of the fifteenth century is an exception. Pfeffel 
has long been known and celebrated in the local historiography of the diocese of 
Eichstätt, but has not received any sustained treatment.21 Thirty-two manuscripts and 
three printed books once owned by Pfeffel, in all containing well over 200 texts, have 
survived.22 The books themselves are of a remarkably even quality, of both moderate size 
and length. All appear to have their original fifteenth-century binding, usually leather, 
and three of the bindings can be identified as the work of the bindery in Rebdorf, a 
community of Augustinian canons near Eichstätt belonging to the Windesheim 
Congregation.23 Pfeffel was not shy about proclaiming his ownership and outfitted most 
of his books with a bold ‘Vlricus Pfeffel’ on the outside of the front cover.24 The 
collection is dominated by sermons, biblical commentaries, devotional and moral texts, 
and pastoral theology. Both modest schoolbooks and vernacular literature are wholly 
lacking, but Pfeffel’s library has not survived completely intact so we cannot invest gaps 
in his collection with any intent.  
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What we have is not Pfeffel’s entire collection, but a substantial portion of his 
professional reference library, a set of books that shows every sign of frequent use. 
Thankfully, Pfeffel was both vain and frugal; he littered his books with biographical 
references and cut up old personal letters to reuse as scrap paper for odd notes, reminders, 
and sermon outlines. These notes allow one to partially reconstruct how and in what 
order Pfeffel assembled his library and thus to observe a phenomenon normally seen only 
in fragmentary fashion: the acquisition and circulation of books among the secular clergy. 
The chronological development of his library parallels his career in ways that suggest he 
sought out texts primarily for professional purposes, to help him in his role first as priest 
and later as preacher. A few texts, however, appear to have been acquired for personal, 
devotional reasons. His texts and his travels allowed him to participate in major cultural 
movements taking place in fifteenth-century German-speaking lands, namely the 
explosion of book production, the growth of universities, the late medieval emphasis on 
pastoral care and catechesis promoted by church reformers like Gerson, as well as the 
penetration of the Modern Devotion into the heart of the Empire. Ulrich Pfeffel’s library 
clearly shows that for him the obligations of the priest were not only liturgical, the duties 
of the preacher not only rhetorical, the needs of the devout not fully satisfied by ritual; in 
his mind priests, preachers, and devout Christians also needed books. 
 
Career 
 
Nothing is known of Pfeffel’s early life until he matriculated into the University 
of Vienna on 14 April 1452.25 Pfeffel gave Wolkertshofen, located near Nassenfels close 
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to the southern extremity of the diocese of Eichstätt, as his place of residence and appears 
to have been a member of an extended family in the region of Bavaria between Eichstätt 
and Landshut with a tradition of university education and service to the church. Pfeffels 
from the region matriculated into the University of Vienna in 1418, 1468, 1472, 1508, 
1513, and 1521, while another chose the University of Leipzig in 1477.26 Andreas Pfeffel 
was a monk in Zwettl in 1468 and a Gerard Pfeffel was both a Benedictine monk and a 
rector of a parish church in the diocese of Passau in 1456. 27 While the rest of the family 
seems to have had sufficient resources to pay the standard fees, Ulrich matriculated as a 
‘pauper,’ a term indicating not that he was totally destitute, but that he was poor enough 
for the standard matriculation fee to be waived. There is no evidence that Pfeffel ever 
received a degree from the university, not uncommon in the medieval period. After his 
matriculation he largely slips from bureaucratic view, and it is only by means of his own 
notes that one is able to follow the trajectory of his later career. 
Pfeffel began his ecclesiastical career in 1455 as a simple priest without the cura 
animarum, in Spalt, a town located southwest of Nuremberg in the diocese of Eichstätt.28 
By 1460 at the latest he was rector of the parish church in Preith. By 1463 Pfeffel had 
moved on to become the parish priest in nearby Obereichstätt, a church in the advowson 
of the bishop of the Eichstätt.  He remained there through at least October of 1466, but 
also exploited his proximity to Eichstätt in this period by engaging in notarial work to 
supplement his income. 29 
Sometime in 1467 Pfeffel left his small-town parish and became a beneficed 
preacher in the church of St. Lorenz in Nuremberg, the largest and most dynamic city in 
the region. How Pfeffel obtained such a prestigious post is murky, but it is likely that he 
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received the post on the basis of a recommendation from his bishop, Johann III von Eich, 
to Peter Knorr, the formidable rector of St. Lorenz, who also served as an advisor and 
diplomat for the Margrave Albrecht Achilles. Both Johann and Peter had studied law in 
Italy and during the 1450s would have been in regular contact as the bishop of Eichstätt 
generally sided with Albrecht in the margrave’s constant confrontations with the city of 
Nuremberg and the dukes of Bavaria.30  
In 1472, Pfeffel left the great metropolis of Nuremberg for Windsheim, a town 
southeast of Würzburg, where he worked as a preacher for a total of three years and two 
months.31 By 6 November 1475 at the latest he had moved on again, this time to become 
the preacher in the cathedral of Eichstätt.32 Such a succession of prestigious posts must 
have made Pfeffel something of a local celebrity and a popular choice for occasions that 
called for a few wholesome words. One relative, Johannes Pfeffel, recruited him to 
preach at the dedication of a new chapel in Irlbach.33 By this time Pfeffel was probably 
more than forty years old, but this did not prevent him from matriculating into the 
University of Ingolstadt in 1477.34 He did not abandon his position as preacher in 
Eichstätt so to what extent he pursued his studies in Ingolstadt is unclear.35 The tendency, 
noted by R. C. Schwinges, of local dignitaries to enroll at newly founded universities in 
order both to bask in and contribute to the glow of the new foundation could explain 
Pfeffel’s matriculation.36 
After nearly twenty years as a preacher, Pfeffel decided to return to Spalt to 
become the administrator of St. Emmeram’s, a venerable collegiate church founded in the 
eleventh century.37 On 31 August 1485 the aged Johann Scheubel resigned the office of 
senior into Pfeffel’s hands in exchange for a pension of 10 fl. per year.38 At this point 
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Pfeffel’s notes begin to run out, and other sources remain silent. We know only that 
Pfeffel still held the same post in 1492 when he gave 200 fl. to the city council of Spalt, 
from which the council was to feed four poor men every Sunday. He died in Spalt around 
1495.39 
 
Construction of the Library 
 
 
During his 40-year ecclesiastical career, Pfeffel used a variety of means to acquire 
texts. He copied texts himself, acquired manuscripts second-hand, hired scribes, took 
advantage of personal contacts, and purchased printed books. In sum his activities testify 
to the lively production and circulation of manuscripts even in an era in which the 
printing press was increasingly making itself felt.  
 Especially during his early years as a parish priest, Pfeffel was an active scribe. In a 
distinctive, consistent hand, he copied one of his manuscripts in its entirety (UE Cod. st 
238), large parts of a second (UE Cod. st 469) and, leaving aside biographical notes or 
marginal comments, added texts to a further thirteen manuscripts that he had acquired by 
other means.40 Although Pfeffel does not tell us where he found exemplars for the texts 
he copied, some of them may well have come from Rebdorf. The colophons to several 
texts in Pfeffel’s early manuscripts are dated from Eichstätt; the episcopal city was not far 
from his posts at Preith and Obereichstätt (5 and 7 km respectively) and was separated 
from the community at Rebdorf by only a small hill. Seven of the texts copied by Pfeffel 
in whole or in part in Eichstätt between 1459 and 1466 appear listed in a catalog of 
Rebdorf’s library from c. 1500.41 Pfeffel would have three of his manuscripts bound at 
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Rebdorf and one of his books (UE Cod. st 458) ended up in Rebdorf’s possession, 
possibly donated to the community by Pfeffel.  
On at least one occasion, Pfeffel hired a scribe to copy a text for him. In 1475, the 
year in which he moved from Windsheim to Eichstätt, Pfeffel hired a cleric named 
Currificis to make a copy of Johannes de Hesdinio’s commentary on Paul’s letter to 
Titus. A note now bound into the manuscript between fols. 53-54 and 57-58 is a request 
from the scribe: “Dear lord Ulrich, I ask that you might commission from me an 
additional sextern, on which I will begin work immediately after the feast days, of that 
you should have no doubt.”42 On the back of this note, Pfeffel wrote an account of the 
funds dispersed to Currificis, which came to a total of 608 pennies, approximately 2.5 
gulden, for nineteen quires of text. Currificis began writing around the beginning of Lent 
in 1475 and finished on September 8th, a rate of about 2.5 quires or 30 folia per month. 
Such a rate would suggest that Currificis was not a full-time scribe and was simply 
engaged in some side work in addition to his normal, probably clerical, duties.43 During 
an episcopal visitation of the diocese of Eichstätt in 1480, the visitor, Johannes Vogt, 
briefly interviewed a Eukarius Currificis, who was at the time an assistant priest in 
Schwabach, a town south of Nuremberg.44 This Currificis said that he had originally 
received his title to be ordained from ‘the lord doctor Knorr,’ which plausibly refers to 
Peter Knorr, the rector of St. Lorenz in Nuremberg and a colleague of Pfeffel’s. 45 It is 
likely that the two are identical and that the choice of Currificis for the job depended on 
an earlier encounter during Pfeffel’s years as a preacher in St. Lorenz.  
Pfeffel was also active in the second-hand book market. In 1457 he bought a 
manuscript from ‘Sir Eberhard’ for 250 denarii or about 1-1 ½ gulden. 46 The manuscript 
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consists of two sections, the first of which was copied in 1406-1407 in Brauneck by an 
otherwise unidentified Theoderic Pfifferligsberger from Kelheim. Both Kelheim and 
Brauneck are located in the neighboring diocese of Regensburg, a logical origin for the 
manuscript, which includes sermons by Berthold of Regensburg, as well as a short tract 
on confession, Johannes Kusin’s De audientia confessionum. Unfortunately Eberhard is 
not further identified, but the title dominus, in addition to the contents of the manuscript, 
make it highly likely that he was a cleric. So Pfeffel was probably the third clerical owner 
of this particular collection. 
To acquire desired volumes, Pfeffel sometimes exploited personal contacts. The 
book acquired from Karl von Seckendorff mentioned at the beginning of this essay is of 
course one example of this. There are others. Between 1468 and 1472, Pfeffel acquired 
UE Cod. st 144, a dictionary of biblical terms and a collection of alphabetical tables to 
assorted other works, from Willibald Marstaller, a canon in the church of St. Nicholas in 
Spalt. Around 1468, Marstaller moved to the monastery of Gnadenberg, where in 1480 he 
was still serving as confessor to the sisters there.47 An undated note left between fols. 45-
46 of UE Cod. st 348 mentions a trip made by Pfeffel to the monasteries of Pillenreuth 
and Gnadenberg; perhaps Pfeffel acquired the manuscript during his visit. In 1471 Pfeffel 
purchased a manuscript of Robert Holcot’s commentary on the Book of Wisdom from 
‘the lord doctor Hebrer,’ a reference to Johannes Hebrer, who two years later would be a 
professor of theology at the University of Ingolstadt.  
Like any good professional preacher, Pfeffel was interested in the activities of 
more famous practitioners of his craft. Between fols. 86-87 in UE Cod. st 438 is a note 
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from a ‘brother Sixtus’ that must have originally accompanied a copy of Johannes 
Capistrano’s sermons: 
Venerable lord Ulrich, I am sending to you the material on the Passion of Christ 
preached by brother Johannes Capistrano, who on this topic follows the blessed 
Bernhard, brother and doctor of our order.48 
 
In 1452 the famed Franciscan preacher Johannes Capistrano had made a preaching tour 
through Bavaria and Franconia and spent four weeks in Nuremberg in July and August of 
that year. Although he failed in his political goal of making peace between the Margrave 
Albrecht Achilles and the city of Nuremberg, his preaching met with more success, 
inspiring both miraculous cures and the burning of dice, game boards, and piles of 
pointed shoes.49 None of Ulrich Pfeffel’s manuscripts in fact contain any sermons by 
Johannes Capistrano, an indication that his library has not survived completely intact. 
Textual accuracy was always a concern with commissioned or purchased 
manuscript books and on at least one occasion Pfeffel hired a corrector to ensure the 
accuracy of a text. In a note written between 1467 and 1472, Pfeffel apologized to an 
unnamed recipient for forgetting to send back some borrowed books because of the 
unexpected arrival of his parents. On the reverse is a note in a different hand reporting 
that the anonymous author had corrected a ‘breviarium decreti’ from the text of the 
decretals and the glossa ordinaria. It seems likely that Pfeffel’s patient lender had been 
working on correcting an abbreviated version of the decretals and glosses for him.50  
To illustrate the manner in which second-hand books circulated, it is perhaps 
useful to look at a simple list of the locations where the books that ended up in Pfeffel’s 
hands originated or were previously owned. Aside from the works he copied himself, 
Pfeffel possessed numerous texts copied in towns within the boundaries of modern-day 
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Bavaria including Ansbach, Brauneck, Coburg, Ingolstadt, Spalt, and Thannhausen, but 
he also had texts from further afield: from Worms, Prague, Rome, the diocese of Padua, 
and France. Six of Pfeffel’s manuscripts were first copied before 1400 and another 
thirteen were copied before 1450. The surprising geographical and chronological range of 
Pfeffel’s private collection shows that used books could and did circulate among 
individuals before either disintegrating or finally coming to rest in institutional libraries. 
Similarly, a list of the previous owners, producers, or procurers of Pfeffel’s manuscripts 
shows the wide circles in which books circulated: Antonius de Capitibus Vache, a monk 
in the Benedictine monastery of St. Michael in the diocese of Padua; a Franciscan 
‘brother Sixtus;’ a ‘dominus Eberhard,’ likely a cleric; Berchtold Link, parish priest in 
Thannhausen; Hermannus from Freystadt, the parish priest in Wettstetten; a magister 
Heinrich Hopf in Worms; an unknown student studying at the University of Prague; 
Stephanus Decimator, a student in Coburg; Johannes Stekna, a professor of theology at 
the University of Prague; Johannes Hebrer, professor of theology at the University of 
Ingolstadt; Johannes Weyt, a perpetual vicar in the collegiate church in Ansbach; Karl 
von Seckendorf, student in Heidelberg and canon in the cathedral of Eichstätt; Matthias 
Spengler, a student in Heidelberg who later became a doctor in canon law and vicar 
general in Bamberg before passing in 1430; Cyriacus Knott, a student at the University of 
Vienna in 1423 and later a cathedral canon in Eichstätt; and Willibald Marstaller, canon 
in St. Nicholas in Spalt and later confessor general in the monastery of Gnadenberg.51 
Texts that had once belonged to monks, parish priests, university students, professors, 
episcopal administrators, and canons ended up in Pfeffel’s hands. The health of the 
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manuscript market should not surprise as until the mid-1470’s printed books were still 
quite expensive and the majority of texts were still not available in this new format.52 
Pfeffel did not ignore the products of the press entirely, however. He made his 
only known purchases of printed books, while serving as a preacher in the 1470s. 
Sometime in late January or early Februrary 1472, Pfeffel made his first purchase of a 
printed book, the New Testament portion of Nicholas of Lyra’s monumental biblical 
commentary, the Postilla super totam Bibliam (Strasbourg, not after 1472).53 He waited 
until October of 1473 to buy the Old Testament portion and at an unknown date added 
the volume on the Psalms.54 In January of 1474 he purchased a printed copy of part 2.2 of 
Thomas Aquinas’ Summa theologiae (Strasbourg, 1472) and on 8 July 1477 Pfeffel 
purchased a copy of John of Freiburg’s Summa confessorum (Augsburg, 1476), an 
encyclopedic guide for confessors.55 
There is a definite chronology to the assembly of Pfeffel’s library. After a couple 
of initial purchases while in Spalt, Pfeffel turned to copying out his own manuscripts 
while serving as the parish priest in Preith and Obereichstätt. Only after acquiring more 
prominent, and probably better remunerated, preaching posts did Pfeffel once again begin 
to accelerate his purchases. When prices for printed books started to become more 
reasonable in the mid-1470’s, he bought a few lengthy tomes on canon law, theology, and 
biblical exegesis, but he continued both to use and acquire manuscripts. To get the texts 
he wanted Pfeffel used nearby institutional libraries, hired scribes, and asked his friends 
and acquaintances for help. Pfeffel acquired the texts he did for both professional and 
devotional reasons. By examining the contents and chronology of his library it is possible 
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to say something about how he conceptualized his role as priest and preacher and how he 
interacted with the devotional currents of his day. 
  
Ulrich Pfeffel’s Pastoral Library (1457-1467) 
 
As a rector of a parish church, Pfeffel was responsible for celebrating the Mass, 
hearing confessions, teaching correct doctrine, and regular preaching. These expectations 
had been laid out clearly in diocesan statutes. In his 1447 statutes, for example, Bishop 
Johann III von Eich had stipulated: 
. . . let them [parish priests] preach Holy Scripture, namely the Old and New 
Testaments, especially the Gospel of Christ, to the people plainly and intelligibly 
on Sundays and other solemn feast days, first by setting forth the text in the 
vernacular, just as it lies, with the attached postils or let them explain it clause by 
clause suited to the capacity of the people. And because repeated reminders of 
God’s mandates are seen greatly to edify the people, we especially order that the 
rectors of parish churches at least once a year take up the matter of the Ten 
Commandments and then follow that with the correction of vices as appropriate, 
leading the people with the greatest diligence to perform penance for committed 
sins. On account of this, we wish that each year on the first Sunday in Lent that 
they publish and announce to the same people the constitution from the general 
council that begins Omnis utriusque etc. and lead them with other salutary 
admonitions to confession to priests and to reconciliation with God.56 
 
Nor did Johann shy from asking his clergy to address doctrine. At the same synod, 
Johann ordered that clergy and people adore the holy and indivisible Trinity, Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit, as one God and admonished them not to believe, foster, or venerate 
anything that the Roman Church had judged incompatible with the faith.57 Johann then 
gave special instructions for the parish clergy: 
In order that the common people might live more rightly in that Christian faith 
and be instructed more fully, we order to all rectors of parish churches and those 
who exercise the office of preaching that both in sermons and in hearing 
confessions they are particularly attentive with respect to this [i.e. the Trinity], 
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lest, may it never happen, error in the faith rise up among the people, and let them 
pronounce the Lord’s Prayer that begins ‘Our Father’ and the Apostles’ Creed in 
the maternal or vulgar tongue in each parish church on Sundays and solemn feast 
days.58 
 
These expectations reveal Johann von Eich as a supporter of the late medieval 
catechetical movement promoted by churchmen like Gerson. Priests in the diocese were 
expected not only to possess the necessary liturgical books, but also the synodal statutes 
and an appropriate pastoral handbook. In 1434 one of Johann’s predecessors, Bishop 
Albert of Hohenrechberg, had recommended Johannes Auerbach’s popular pastoral 
handbook, the Directorium curatorum, and provided an exemplar for his rural deans. The 
deans were then to make their copies available to the curates in their districts.59 Under the 
influence of Nicholas of Cusa the provincial councils of Mainz (1451) and Cologne 
(1452) promoted the use of Aquinas’ De articulis fidei et sacramentis.60 The work was 
appended to the provincial statutes and diocesan bishops were ordered to transmit the 
work to their clergy. The synods of Würzburg, Eichstätt, and Augsburg did, in fact, adopt 
the Mainz statutes, and the bishop of Strasbourg independently recommended the text in 
the same year.61 
Handbooks such as Auerbach’s and other popular late medieval manuals such as 
the Manipulus curatorum, Cura pastoralis, and the Manuale parrochialium sacerdotum 
were essentially how-to manuals designed to teach priests the basics of pastoral care. 
Although each handbook has its own idiosyncrasies there are broad similarities across the 
genre. A typical handbook includes a discussion of the form, material, and effects of the 
sacraments, definitions of key terms such as contrition and satisfaction, and brief 
descriptions of the virtues, vices, Ten Commandments, and articles of faith. Typically 
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theological subtlety is eschewed in favor of an emphasis on ritual purity and precision. 
Some manuals take the latter focus to an extreme; the Manuale parrochialium 
sacerdotum even includes instructions on what the priest should do if his nose began to 
bleed during the celebration of Mass or if he should discover a spider in the consecrated 
wine.62 
Pfeffel did own the handbooks recommended in his diocese and province. He 
copied Aquinas’ De articulis himself in 1459 and at some point acquired Auerbach’s 
Directorium as well as two other handbooks for good measure, the Stella clericorum and 
Jean Gerson’s Opus tripartitum.63 A note Pfeffel left at the beginning of Aquinas’ short 
tract reveals in what way he himself thought the text useful: “In this little treatise you will 
find sixty-four distinct heresies about the articles of faith and twenty distinct heresies 
concerning the seven sacraments.”64 Clearly Pfeffel saw the prevention and elimination 
of doctrinal error as a central aspect of his role.  
Several notes, lists, and short texts compiled by Pfeffel during his first years as a 
priest reveal his desire to fulfill his new responsibilities. He began by adding several 
short texts, including a work by Thomas Ebendorffer (d. 1464) on the pains of Hell, to 
the previously empty first quire of a manuscript containing the Liber scintillarum, a 
collection of ‘sparkling’ passages from the Bible and Church Fathers arranged by topic.65 
Between 1460 and 1461 he added to another manuscript instructions for administering 
confession and copied several lists common in basic pastoral literature: the seven deadly 
sins, the Ten Commandments, the five senses, the seven sacraments, the nine sins of 
complicity (peccata aliena), the eight Beatitudes, the six works of mercy, the seven gifts 
of the Holy Spirit, the  “sins crying out to heaven” (peccata clamantia in celum), the sin 
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against the Holy Spirit, and the sins of the heart, mouth, commission, and omission.66 
These lists would have been useful to a confessor who was concerned to ensure that his 
parishioners’ confessions were complete.  
Many of the miscellaneous notes copied by Pfeffel during these years in fact 
concern confession. One note, for example, discusses four motives for confession: 
obedience to a superior, desperation, true repentance, and a desire to praise God’s 
goodness. A short text matching the seven vices with their contrary virtues follows 
underneath. Finally, he lists the three stages of penance, one each for three modes of 
sinning: contrition for sins of thought, confession for sins of speech, and the medicine of 
satisfaction for sins against others. Contrition purges what man has committed against 
himself, confession that which man has committed against God, and satisfaction that 
which man has committed against others.67 In another note, Pfeffel lists the cases in 
which a penitent is allowed to seek another confessor: participation in the sin, 
foolishness, heresy, or prejudice on the part of the priest, or if the penitent were away 
traveling or on pilgrimage.68  
The Mass also received some attention in these early notes. According to one, it 
heals the wounds of sin, absolves from punishment and fault, cleanses impure thoughts, 
gives strength in the midst of tribulation, confirms good works, impels one to do good, 
associates one with the saints and angels, and glorifies one through grace. Those who 
wish to receive the benefits of the Mass must have four things: faith that the consecrated 
host is the true body and blood of Christ; devotion, because the laity communicate 
spiritually through the priest; discretion, so that in their zeal they do not commit idolatry 
by adoring the unconsecrated host; and a sense of propriety. One should not approach the 
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altar, stand facing the priest, or disturb the priest in any way, but should watch with 
reverence and fear and stay until the end.69  
These early notes consist of the exact kinds of basic, practical information 
contained in pastoral handbooks. These notes may have served as a bare-bones substitute 
for a handbook in his early years, or, more likely, represent a digest of information he 
found useful in other books. Pfeffel’s interest in catechesis is further revealed by a copy 
of Heinrich von Friemar’s (d. 1340) enormously popular explication of the Ten 
Commandments and a collection of works by Nicholas von Dinkelsbühl, including his 
three popular sermon cycles on the virtues and vices, the eight beatitudes, and the Lord’s 
Prayer. Nicholas was a foundational figure in the history of the University of Vienna, 
attended the Council of Constance, and dedicated much of his life to church reform. The 
three sermon cycles owned by Pfeffel were part of the Tractatus octo, a series of eight 
sermon cycles intended to revitalize the instruction of priests and people in the parishes.70 
Pfeffel in fact faced an immediate need for sermons and here his manuals would 
have been of little use. However, the first book he purchased while a priest in Spalt 
contained assorted sermons including partial collections of sermons on the common of 
the saints by Berthold of Regensburg, Conrad Holtnicker, and Petrus de Sancto 
Benedicto. These were accompanied by a slew of sermons on the most varied topics: the 
dedication of churches, angels, widows, sacrifice, the feast of All Saints, the souls of the 
dead, the dignity of priests, three sermons on the Epiphany, and a handful of sermons de 
tempore.  
 To these he added in his own hand sermons on St. Thomas, St. Michael, the feast 
of the circumcision, the fourth Sunday of Lent, the Holy Innocents, the vigil of the feast 
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of the Ascension of the Lord, and two sermons on the immaculate conception along with 
the Council of Basel’s decree on the subject from 17 September 1439.71 Similar small 
collections or even individual sermons occur in nine of Pfeffel’s manuscripts, seven of 
which Pfeffel had acquired before becoming a beneficed preacher. He did, however, 
acquire a few systematic collections, including the Lenten sermons of Jacobus de 
Voragine, a series of sermon outlines for the Lenten season, and portions of Johannes de 
Milic Kremsier’s Sermones de sanctis. 72 Nevertheless, the frequency with which small 
groups of sermons appear in the manuscripts owned by Pfeffel and other parish priests 
suggests that sermons were a genre in demand and likely circulated in small quires of one 
to several sermons. They certainly did not always travel around in the nice, discreet units 
that readers accustomed to printed books would expect. Before printed books became 
affordable in the late 1470s, and perhaps for some time thereafter, the preaching culture 
of the parishes would have been as much influenced by such small, miscellaneous groups 
of sermons as by large, organized collections. 
Ulrich Pfeffel’s library thus far reveals him to have been conscientious but 
conventional. Other texts are somewhat more surprising. In this period, Pfeffel dabbled in 
theological commentary, biblical exegesis, and the problem of heresy. He praised an 
abbreviated version of the Lectura Mellicensis, Nicholas von Dinkelsbühl’s commentary 
on the fourth book of Peter Lombard’s Sentences, as “good and simple for any priest.”73 
The Sentences were the premier introductory theology textbook of the medieval 
university; the fourth book dealt with the sacraments and last things. Judging by the 
relative amount of marginal notation, this commentary would remain a preferred choice 
for theological reference. Along with his interest in theology went an interest in heresy. 
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In 1461-1462 Pfeffel worked with another scribe to copy a miscellany that included 
Johannes Nider’s Tractatus contra haeresim hussitarum.74 Nider (d. 1438) was a 
theologian and prior of the Dominican convent in Nuremberg. His treatise deals generally 
with the problem of heresy before attacking the problem of the Hussite contagion more 
directly. After the Council of Basel appointed him as one of the lead negotiators with the 
Hussites, Nider distanced himself from the work, which consequently survives in very 
few copies.75 
The same manuscript containing Nider’s treatise includes a later reworking of 
Isidore’s Quaestiones in vetus testamentum, a commentary on the Old Testament, and a 
synopsis of moral stories derived from the lives of the Old Testament patriarchs. The 
manuscript acquired from Karl von Seckendorff, which included Matthias de Liegnitz’s 
Postilla super epistulas dominicales, also contained a Carolingian-era homiliary, the Flos 
evangeliorum. By 1463 Pfeffel also owned what is now UE Cod. st 199, yet another 
miscellany including an incomplete copy of Alexander de Villa Dei’s (d. c. 1240) 
Summarium bibliae, a highly condensed summary of the books of the Bible arranged into 
a grid of five lines per page with four words per line, an arrangement that left room for 
word-by-word commentary.76  
During his years as a parish priest, Pfeffel acquired for himself an impressive 
pastoral library including a pastoral syllabus to help him instruct his parishioners, 
handbooks to help him perform the daily functions of pastoral care, biblical 
commentaries, miracle stories, and sermons to help with his preaching, and works to 
deepen his own knowledge of the faith and canon law. His books and notes during these 
years reveal him to have been a dedicated pastor who quickly acquired the recommended 
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handbooks and pastoral literature upon his appointment to the church of Preith. He 
bought books, exploited personal contacts, and used nearby Eichstätt to pursue desired 
texts among the clerics and institutional libraries of the city. Pfeffel’s library in this 
period is a vivid testament to the ways in which the late medieval emphasis on catechesis 
and the accelerating circulation of texts were impacting pastoral care in the parishes.  
 
Ulrich Pfeffel’s Preaching Library (1467-1485) 
 
Pfeffel’s acquisitions during his preaching career added breadth to his original 
pastoral library in the form of historical and philosophical texts, while deepening earlier 
interests in theological compendia, exegetical texts, and sermon material. The increased 
preaching responsibilities that came with his appointment to St. Lorenz led Pfeffel to 
acquire more complete sermon collections and academic Summae in theology and canon 
law.  
Beginning in the mid-1470s, Pfeffel expanded his collection of pastoral and 
scholastic theology. Part 2.2 of Thomas Aquinas’ Summa theologiae (Strasbourg, 1472) 
was the popular portion on faith and heresy, virtue and vice, charity and injustice.  It 
would have been undoubtedly useful to a preacher dedicated to improving the moral fiber 
of his audience. Pfeffel would in fact make innumerable references to Aquinas’ Summa in 
the loose sermon outlines and notes scattered throughout his books. A natural 
complement to this was John of Freiburg’s Summa confessorum (Augsburg, 1476). John, 
a Dominican, created the new standard manual for confessors at the end of the thirteenth 
century by integrating the moral teachings of Aquinas and other theologians with the 
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older, legalistic approach of canonists such as Raymond of Penafort. The summa was a 
monumental reference work and would have helped Pfeffel learn the minutiae of the 
sacrament of penance.77 By 1480 at the latest he had acquired two more manuscripts of 
scholastic theology. Both had been originally copied between 1423 and 1424 by 
Stephanus Decimatoris, a student in Coburg, and contained an assortment of academic 
texts including Heinrich Gotfrid’s commentary on Peter Lombard’s Sentences, a 
collection of the same master Gotfrid’s remarks concerning the Mass, a theological 
compendium by Hugo Ripelin, a collection of scholastic ‘questions’ by Aegidius 
Romanus on the resurrection of the dead, a treatise by the same author on the Trinity, and 
a book attributed to Albertus Magnus on the origin, nature, and post-mortem fate of the 
soul.78  
As a preacher, Pfeffel was expected to expound the scriptures to his audience and 
was interested in encountering scripture on a variety of levels. His full library includes 
two Bibles, one a thirteenth-century parchment Bible, the other a New Testament with an 
abbreviated version of the Old Testament, Alexander de Villa Dei’s Summarium bibliae, 
and a Biblia pauperum.79 The latter consisted of illustrated summaries of biblical stories 
intended for the consumption of poorly educated priests and simple laypersons. Pfeffel 
was certainly more learned than this genre’s target audience, but the fact that his version 
lacks the typical illustrations suggests that he found the simplified stories useful for 
preaching. Familiarity with the Bible itself, lively abbreviations, and his scholastic 
commentaries would have allowed Pfeffel to reach a range of audiences.  
Pfeffel acquired commentaries in large numbers during his preaching career. As 
mentioned above, Pfeffel purchased Nicholas of Lyra’s comprehensive Postilla super 
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totam Bibliam,80 but he also owned individual commentaries on the gospels, Song of 
Songs and the Book of Wisdom.81 The latter was written by the English theologian Robert 
Holcot (d. 1349). Better known today for his theological writings on God’s absolute 
power, Holcot wrote several popular biblical commentaries.82 Judging from the volume 
of Pfeffel’s marginal notations, Holcot’s commentary on the Book of Wisdom was one of 
Pfeffel’s most intensely studied texts. 83 
Although Pfeffel owned a few sermon collections while a pastor, his early 
manuscripts are distinctive for the small groups of sermons on miscellaneous topics that 
they contain. After becoming a preacher, Pfeffel seems to have preferred more systematic 
de tempore collections (sermons arranged according to the liturgical year) by preachers 
and authors such as Johannes Milic de Kremsier, Georgius Carthusiensis de Horto 
Christi, Leonardus de Datis Florentinus, Johannes Herolt, and Johannes Halgrinus de 
Abbatisvilla.84 Herolt was a preacher in Nuremberg who died in 1468, roughly around the 
time that Pfeffel himself began to preach in the city. Interestingly, none of these 
collections are among those identified by Anne Thayer as among the most frequently 
printed sermon collections before the Reformation.85 This observation reinforces the 
claim that before c. 1500 we should not discount the continuing influence of manuscripts 
even in an age of print.  
As a preacher, Pfeffel did not merely read from his books, but rather crafted 
sermon outlines on small scraps of paper from which to preach. Although these are 
highly structured he does not seem to have possessed an extensive ars praedicandi. In 
UE Cod. st 199, there is a short (2 folia) text on constructing sermons, which promises to 
tell the reader how to dilate any theme in several different ways.86 Pfeffel did, on the 
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other hand, possess several works that would have allowed him to organize his thoughts 
and locate needed passages or ideas quickly. Already as a pastor he owned an 
alphabetical list of religious terms drawing on episodes from the Old and New 
Testaments.87 Other such tools included the Distinctiones bibliae, which was designed to 
show a preacher how to subdivide a range of alphabetically organized topics.88 To help 
him find relevant biblical passages, Pfeffel owned an alphabetical concordance to scenes 
from the Gospels, and copied for himself a concordance of biblical names.89 He also 
possessed a dictionary to Augustine’s works.90 It is not therefore surprising that a large 
proportion of Pfeffel’s marginal commentary consists of the precise identification of 
references. That he acquired most of these tools later in his career and the fact that the 
earliest dated sermon outline is from 1467 suggest that he did not actively construct 
sermons until after his appointment to St. Lorenz. As a rector, he seems to have been 
content to use ready-made sermons from his collections or to have provided a simple 
explanation of the Sunday Gospel text as demanded by Bishop Johann III von Eich’s 
synodal statutes.91 
Pfeffel also possessed texts from which material for sermons could be quarried, 
especially texts on the virtues and vices, the Ten Commandments, miracle stories, 
histories, and exempla drawn from natural history. He already possessed a considerable 
amount of such material before he began his preaching career, but these were rounded out 
by Caesarius of Heisterbach’s Dialogue on Miracles, the Proprietates rerum naturalium 
adaptatae sermonibus dominicalibus et quadragesimalibus, and excerpts copied in his 
own hand from the Lumen animae.92 The latter two texts consisted of exempla drawn 
from natural history for use in constructing sermons. The Lumen animae was organized 
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by topic, the Proprietates according to the liturgical year. Both would have allowed a 
preacher to add the power of metaphor and the lure of the exotic to his sermons. 
According to the latter, for example, the farsightedness, selflessness, and power of 
resurrection make the eagle a symbol of God; the fearsome appearance, insatiable 
appetite for human flesh, yet sweet voice of the manticore are a figure for the seven 
deadly sins; the preacher himself, however, is like the lark who even in capitivity delights 
all with his song.93  
History was an equally fertile field from which to harvest moral lessons. A 
manuscript acquired right around the time of his transfer to Nuremberg consisted of a 
medley of historical works including two short texts on the history of various schismatic 
groups, Eusebius’ Historia ecclesiastica in the translation by Rufinus Aquileiensis, and 
Martin of Oppau’s Chronica pontificum et imperatorum, with later additions of material 
through the pontificate of Martin V (1417-1431).94 Pfeffel had at least a passing 
acquaintence with classical history as well. He made references to Romulus and Remus 
and Alexander the Great in his sermon notes and owned a copy of Guido de Columnis’ 
Historia destructionis Troiae, a re-working of Vergil’s Aeneid, that had originally been 
copied in 1381 by a monk from the monastery of St. Michael in Candiana in the diocese 
of Padua.95 This taste for the classical, and perhaps even the manuscript itself, may have 
been acquired during a trip to Italy. In a manuscript acquired sometime between 1447 and 
1463, Pfeffel added a note to a sermon against dancing:  
In Italian, however, ‘bala’ is called ‘chorea,’ that is ‘balare’ is ‘corizare.’ And this 
is done in Lombardy, Tuscany, Campania, and Maritima where I was and learned 
the Italian idiom among them.96  
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Since matriculation records for the universities in Italy are almost wholly lacking for the 
medieval period, it is impossible to move beyond speculation, but it seems probable that 
Pfeffel spent some time studying in Italy, most likely either before his matriculation into 
the University of Vienna or in the period between 1452 and 1455, when he began his 
ecclesiastical career in Spalt. 
Further evidence that Pfeffel mined historical texts for sermon material is a 
concern for the proper pronunciation of the names of historical figures. A note near the 
word Chlodoneus (Clovis) in Martin of Oppau’s chronicle states: 
In the year of Our Lord 1467. Peter Knorr says that William of Saxony,  
who has spent much time there before the king on the prince’s business, has  
heard that in the true and certain idiom in France one says Chlodoveus and not 
Chlodoneus. And I, Ulrich Pfeffel, at the time preacher in Nuremberg, wished to 
note this because of the frequency of that term Chlodoneus.97  
 
Nuremberg was a cosmopolitan city; to have been familiar with the authentic French 
pronunciation of one of the most celebrated kings in Christian history would have been a 
mark of distinction for a learned, public figure. 
Taken as a whole, his library reveals that he saw the role of a beneficed preacher 
in the city of Nuremberg to be related to but distinct from that of a pastor in Preith and 
Obereichstätt. Whereas parish priests could content themselves with basic expositions of 
scripture and doctrine, beneficed preachers needed familiarity with the monuments of 
scholastic exegesis and pastoral theology. They both needed to possess systematic 
sermon collections and have the ability to use the tools of the trade to craft original 
sermons buttressed by biblical references and theological authorities and enlivened by 
both exotic and historical exempla. 
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Intellectual and Devotional Interests 
 
Pfeffel was not, however, completely consumed by the demands of his profession. 
He possessed an intellectual curiosity that went beyond his need to educate the laity and a 
sense of piety moved by the devotional currents emanating from the Netherlands. 
Pfeffel’s eclectic tastes clearly show that we cannot judge the interests and quality of 
parish priests solely by the literature written explicitly for their consumption such as 
pastoral handbooks. Most handbooks do seem to reduce the job of a parish priest to the 
correct performance of a handful of rituals, but we cannot from that conclude that priests 
had no deeper devotional feelings or further interests. There were after all other things to 
read, and curious priests read them.  
Shortly after becoming the parish priest in Preith (c.1459-1460) Pfeffel made a 
copy of the decree from the Council of Basel on the immaculate conception and two 
related sermons, both of which he erroneously attributed to Heinrich von Langenstein.98 
The nature of Mary’s conception had long been a debated issue and by the fourteenth 
century generally pitted the Franciscans, who argued that a singular act of God’s grace 
had shielded Mary from the stain of original sin, against the Dominicans, who argued that 
God’s plan for salvation required that Mary be tainted by original sin, if only for a 
moment. Acting in a context of flowering Marian piety, the Council of Basel finally 
decided in 1439 that Mary had indeed been conceived free from original sin. The 
decision, however, was of dubious canonicity because it was made after Pope Eugenius 
(1431-1447) had ordered the council to transfer to Ferrara and in the same year that the 
council had deposed Eugenius and elected Felix V (1439-1449) in his stead. This 
renewed papal schism merely twenty years after the resolution of the previous one at 
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Constance eroded support for the council among secular rulers, and the emasculated 
rump of the council in Basel finally dissolved itself ten years later.  Nevertheless, the 
doctrine had become generally accepted in Western Christendom by the end of the 
fifteenth century, although the issue was not definitively settled until 1854.99 
 Pfeffel’s title for the text makes it clear that he was aware of the contentious 
debate: “Here follows the bull from the synod of Basel on the conception of the blessed 
Virgin, in which the universal holy Church finally determined that she did not have 
original sin.”100 Heinrich Totting von Oyta, composed the first of the sermons appended 
by Pfeffel, while the author of the second sermon, which begins with the incipit Necdum 
erant abyssi, remains unidentified. Totting taught theology at the universities of Prague, 
Paris, and Vienna in the second half of the fourteenth century. While in Paris he became 
friends with Heinrich von Langenstein, with whom he reunited at the University of 
Vienna after royal pressure to declare for Pope Clement VII during the Great Schism 
drove both of them to leave Paris between 1381 and 1382.101 Totting originally delivered 
his sermon on the immaculate conception in 1390 or 1391 before the assembled masters 
of the University of Vienna. Having already experienced in Paris the conflict that this 
issue could cause, he sought to convince his listeners to call a theological armistice.102 
Totting presents the issue as an unresolved debate and summarizes the arguments 
on both sides: opponents appealed to Scripture, the Church Fathers, and theological 
reason to argue that if Mary had been free from original sin, then she would have had no 
need for the grace of Christ. Supporters argued that there was a need for a mediator 
between Christ’s absolute purity and man’s guilt, that Mary had been protected through 
Christ’s merit, and that Mary was a unique exception that did not invalidate God’s plan 
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for salvation. Totting advised that neither side’s arguments were conclusive and that one 
should maintain neutrality to avoid dissension among clerics and scandal among the laity; 
one should instead wait for definitive judgment by the Church or the revelation of 
decisive proofs.103  
The second sermon was written c. 1425-1435, most likely by a Franciscan, and 
clearly has a polemical thrust.104 The sermon employs a standard logical structure in 
order to prove that Mary was the recipient of God’s special grace. In the first section of 
the sermon, the author argues that the immaculate conception was certainly possible 
because of God’s omnipotence; God had the power to preserve Mary from original sin, 
just as he had the power to stop the sun or make it reverse course.105 In the second section 
he argues that the doctrine is congruous with God’s nature since it would have been 
improper for the mother of God to have been tainted by sin. In the third section, he argues 
that Mary’s conception was in fact immaculate, and cites as authorities seven saints 
(Augustine, Anselm, Ildephonsus Toletanus, Dominic, Aquinas, Bernard, and Bridget) 
and seven Franciscan theological masters (Alexander of Hales, Duns Scotus, Nicholas of 
Lyra, Peter of Candia, Peter Auriol, Franciscus de Mayronis, and William of Ware).106  
After the recitation of authorities, he deals with seven objections to the doctrine of 
the immaculate conception. A summary of one of these objections will be sufficient to 
give the flavor of the discussion. The author states the objection as follows: Paul says that 
all have sinned and need the grace of Christ and that Christ was the first born without sin. 
If Mary were born without original sin, then she would not need Christ’s passion and 
would, therefore, have been the first born without sin. The author responds that Christ 
was the first to be born without sin due to his nature, while Mary was protected from sin 
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by grace. Mary not only needed the grace of Christ, she benefited from it more than any 
other.107 After dealing with the objections, the author continues with seven prefigurations 
of Mary’s sinlessness in the Old Testament and seven correlations to Mary’s sinlessness 
found in nature. For example, just as a thorny plant produces roses, which themselves 
lack thorns, so sinful humanity produced Mary, who herself lacked sin.  
The polemical bent of the sermon is clearest, however, in the final section. Here 
the author recounts several miracles, in which divine wrath descends upon opponents of 
the doctrine. He describes the tales as seven claps of thunder, “because just as thunder 
strikes terror in the land, thus those seven miracles strike terror in those who wish to 
falsify the fame of the glorious Virgin Mary and who do not wish to celebrate her 
conception.”108 In one, a furious marble statue of the Virgin struck blind a friar who was 
preaching against the immaculate conception, but granted his sight again after he 
promised to reverse his position. Two other similarly misguided preachers do not live to 
repent; one is strangled by a wolf and a second dies in his quarters before taking the floor 
to defend his opinions before Pope Martin V. The brazen confidence of Necdum would 
have made Totting wince. 
Pfeffel clearly saw these sermons in the context of Basel’s ruling. He ended his 
copy of Totting’s sermon with the note: “Here ends the sermon on the conception of the 
Virgin Mary, in which the authorities holding that she was conceived in original sin are 
explained” and prefaced his copy of Basel’s decree with the note that the council had 
‘finally’ resolved the issue.109 These notes suggest that he viewed Basel’s ruling as 
providing just the sort of final judgment that Totting had awaited. His marginal 
commentary, which notes the outline of the argument, provides exact citations for biblical 
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references, and points out passages of special interest, shows that he remained 
nonetheless interested in the main points of the dispute. For example, in the sermon 
Necdum he marked passages defining original sin and the author’s argument that Mary 
was sanctified at the instant of conception. In one place he even suggests an alternative 
metaphor. The author argues that Mary benefited more from the grace of Christ than all 
others in the same way that a man whom a friend prevents from falling into the mud has 
benefited more than a man whom a friend cleans off after he has already fallen in. In the 
margin Pfeffel makes the same point by arguing that of two persons sure to be captured 
by a cruel enemy, the person saved from capture by a friend has benefited more than one 
merely redeemed from captivity. Whereas Adam was captured and later redeemed, Mary 
was protected from capture entirely.110  
Neither of these sermons was designed for lay consumption. Totting’s was 
delivered before a university audience and argued forcefully against taking either side in 
the debate before the laity. Even the sensational miracle stories of Necdum erant abyssi 
concern preachers and were clearly meant to convince priests and preachers to support 
the doctrine of the immaculate conception, not to inspire devotion in the laity. Both of 
these sermons would have been of far more use to a schoolman seeking information on 
the debate itself than to a parish priest looking for material from which to cobble together 
a Sunday sermon. That Pfeffel was interested in such texts while serving as a parish priest 
reveals that his interest in theological questions went beyond the demands of his job.  
Aside from a full complement of sermons on Mary, Pfeffel did possess one other 
text that suggests he had an affinity for Mary that went beyond the doctrine of the 
immaculate conception. This was a short meditation on the popular hymn Salve Regina, 
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which circulated in the late Middle Ages both individually and as Book III, chapter 19 of 
the Stimulus amoris.111 The Stimulus was one of the most successful Franciscan texts of 
the Middle Ages. Originating in the late 13th century and going through successive 
additions and revisions over the next 50 years, it was eventually translated into German 
and English, went through at least thirteen incunable editions, and survives in over 500 
manuscripts. The opening chapters consist of an extended meditation on the wounds and 
passion of Christ, while the final book describes the basis, process, and result of 
contemplation. The contemplative should climb the mountain of God to the summit until 
one relinquishes the self and reaches a state of spiritual inebriation.112 The small portion 
of the Stimulus owned by Pfeffel is a request for Marian intercession in the form of a 
meditation on the Salve Regina. Here the soul is at once drawn in by Mary, “whose 
beauty exhilarates the inner eye and the immensity of whose sweetness intoxicates the 
heart of the one meditating,”113 and at the same time exiled from her presence. The exile, 
however, is corporeal only and serves to inspire the soul to keep up the search, “O 
Mistress, while we are here, you establish us as exiles, lest, trusting in our patrimony 
here, we stop seeking you and your Son; thus you establish us as exiles in body, so that 
we are always with you as fellow citizens in mind.”114  
 According to Falk Eisermann, the Stimulus amoris was popular among the 
Windesheim Congregation and individuals attracted by the Modern Devotion, including 
members of the secular clergy.115 In fact several of the texts Pfeffel collected reveal an 
interest in this mode of piety, which emerged from the towns of the Low Countries in the 
14th century. Inspired by the ideas of the movement’s founder, Geert Grote (d. 1384), the 
Brothers and Sisters of the Common Life, as they came to be called, established houses in 
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which both lay and clerical members renounced private property, continued to work in 
the world, and practiced a quasi-monastic religious life of reading, prayer and 
contemplation. This innovative combination of work in the world, communal religious 
life, and refusal to take religious vows confused and challenged many churchmen. In 
1395 a group of Devout responded to official pressure to institutionalize their way of life 
by forming the Windesheim Congregation, an association of houses of canons regular. 
The congregation adopted a set of common statutes in 1434 and would eventually include 
around 100 houses; in the mid-15th century the Congregation began spreading its 
influence deeper into the Empire as it became common for church reformers to invite 
members of the Congregation to help reform monasteries and collegiate churches. 116 
It is in this form that the Modern Devotion penetrated into the diocese of 
Eichstätt. In 1458 Bishop Johann III von Eich converted Rebdorf to a house of canons 
regular and joined it to the Windesheim Congregation.117 The conversion met with fierce 
resistance initially and became a test of strength for the bishop and a cause célèbre in the 
diocese. Pfeffel would certainly have heard of the events while in Spalt and between 
1459 and 1460 he took up his position as a parish priest near the community. As 
discussed above, Pfeffel had several of his manuscripts bound at Rebdorf and likely used 
manuscripts from the collegiate library as exemplars for his own scribal work. 
Although one should not minimize the differences between the houses of the 
Brothers and Sisters of the Common Life in the Low Countries and the collegiate 
churches of the Windesheim Congregation, one can say that in general members 
practiced an affective piety focused on veneration for the Virgin Mary, Christ’s life and 
passion, and the Eucharist. The Devout stressed reading, scribal work (especially for 
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men), prayer, and meditation. Those influenced by this type of spirituality felt drawn to 
patristic works, the products of the twelfth century Renaissance, and texts that fostered 
mystical contemplation, but tended to view the questions and disputations of the late 
medieval university with more suspicion.118 In the first book of the Imitation of Christ, 
Thomas à Kempis asserted that he “would rather experience repentance in my soul than 
know how to define it.”119 
While Pfeffel certainly had no aversion to scholastic theology and traditional 
pastoral literature, his literary tastes also reveal the influence of the Modern Devotion. 
Although he did not own a great number of patristic texts, he did possess a handful of 
Augustinian and Pseudo-Augustinian texts as well as an alphabetical dictionary to 
Augustine’s works, which he used to locate desired passages.120 In his career as a 
preacher, Pfeffel precisely quotes works by Ambrose, Augustine, Chrysostom, Cyprian, 
Gregory the Great, Jerome, and Orosius.121 However, it is his interest in texts on 
meditation and spiritual progress that most clearly reveal his inclinations towards this 
type of piety. 
Between 1463 and 1466, while still serving as a parish priest near Eichstätt, he 
copied Hugh of St. Victor’s Soliloquium de arra animae, Innocent III’s De miseria 
humanae conditionis, and a portion of Jean de Fécamp’s Libellus de scripturis et verbis 
patrum.122 Hugh of St. Victor (d. 1141) was a key figure in the twelfth century 
Renaissance and is best known for his promotion of the liberal arts and his role in 
developing an approach to mysticism that emphasized contemplation as a source of 
intuitive knowledge about God and his creation.123  The Soliloquium, surviving in over 
300 manuscripts and first printed in 1473, takes the form of a dialogue between Hugh’s 
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reason and his soul, during which the soul is led by rational argument from love of the 
world to love of self and finally to love of God and contemplation of the divine.124 Given 
that the first step on this spiritual ascent is the realization that love of this world is futile, 
then Innocent’s text, De miseria, would have made an excellent primer. In three books, 
Innocent (d. 1216) lays out in morbid detail the tribulations and indignities suffered by 
the young, the old, the sick, and the damned.125 The contemptus genre would be a favored 
one among advocates of the Modern Devotion. John of Schoonhoven (d. 1432), for 
example, a canon of Groenendaal who defended the mystic John of Ruusbroec against 
accusations of heresy, himself wrote a book entitled On the Contempt of the World.126 
Whereas Innocent’s text would have helped Pfeffel begin the spiritual progression 
described by Hugh, Jean de Fécamp’s Libellus would have helped with the later stages. 
Jean (d. 1078) was the Benedictine abbot of Fecamp and Dijon and a widely-read 
ascetical author. The Libellus, more commonly known at the time under the title Liber 
meditationum or Liber supputacionum and nearly universally attributed to Augustine, 
treats the misery of this world briefly, but dwells at length on contemplation of God, the 
Incarnation, the state of the blessed, and the Trinity.127 Pfeffel noted the major sections of 
the text in the margins and revealed a special affinity for it in his unusually wordy 
colophon:  
Thus ends the Liber supputacionum, according to others the Liber 
supplicationum, collected from the divine scriptures especially for the use of those 
who are lovers of the contemplative life. By me Ulrich Pfeffel then the parish 
priest in Obereichstätt in the year 1463.128 
 
Following the date, Pfeffel recommends that the reader pray both before and after 
finishing the text in order to praise God with a devoted mind and pure heart; the reader 
who does so will find “many extraordinary and elegant things” in the book.129 Johannes 
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de Palomar’s Scala spiritualis, copied by another hand into the first folio of one of 
Pfeffel’s manuscripts, visually depicts the spiritual progression described by these three 
texts as an eight-step ladder. The soul should in stages give up the pleasures of the flesh, 
reject worldly honors, exclude all vanities, purify the heart, quiet the mind, meditate on 
the sweetness of scripture, engage in spiritual exercises by thinking about the precious 
reward to come, and finally contemplate God alone and his infinite goodness.130  
Each of these texts in its own way seeks to redirect the reader’s love away from 
this world and toward the eternal. Pfeffel would later acquire the first fifteen chapters of 
another text with a similar goal, perhaps the most celebrated text associated with the 
Modern Devotion, Thomas à Kempis’ Imitation of Christ.131 This quintessential “best-
seller” began circulating in the early 1420s and survives in some nine-hundred fifteenth-
century manuscripts and one hundred early printed editions. The earliest copies of the 
text circulated in the milieu of houses belonging to the Windesheim Congregation, 
including Rebdorf, and were used by early readers as an aid to meditation. The first 
fifteen chapters comprise book one of the Imitation and often circulated independently.132 
They begin with an exhortation to feel contempt for the vanities of the world and follow 
with practical advice for one seeking spiritual progress such as ways to avoid self-conceit 
and temptation and to turn adversity toward one’s spiritual advantage. 
During his years as a parish priest near Rebdorf, Pfeffel clearly acquired an 
interest in contemplation. On the other hand his library does not reveal much evidence of 
an attraction for the kind of deeply affective piety associated with the Modern Devotion. 
He did own several naturalistic accounts of the passion, but none of them openly 
encourage the reader to identity with Christ and his suffering or describe his suffering in 
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mystical language.133 Although one passage about Mary’s anguish moved him to make 
one of his few marginal notes in German, overall the texts are more didactic than 
emotional in tone and probably served Pfeffel as resources for constructing sermons.134 
On the basis of his library as a whole, therefore, it seems safer to say that Pfeffel’s 
relationship to the Modern Devotion was one of curiosity rather than commitment. 
Nevertheless, his example reveals one way that the ideas associated with the Modern 
Devotion spread into the Empire and shows how changes in local ecclesiastical 
institutions, and their libraries, could and did impact the secular clergy in their vicinity.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Pfeffel’s career can only be described as a success. Although there is no record of 
Pfeffel having ever received a degree, he was university educated. He found employment 
as a priest in Spalt and used his skills and connections to become a rector with the cura 
animarum, a preacher in three different cities, and, finally, an official in a collegiate 
church. Along the way he collected books to help him fulfill his responsibilities as priest 
and preacher. One noteworthy quality of Pfeffel’s tastes is how eclectic they were. He 
highly valued works by both Robert Holcot, a proponent of nominalism and the 
philosophical via moderna, and Aquinas, an architect of the via antiqua,135 collected both 
scholastic penitential summae and Thomas à Kempis’ Imitation of Christ, used both 
patristic biblical commentaries as well as the exhaustive expositions of the thirteenth and 
fourteenth century, was neither hesitant to read the Bible for himself, nor above 
consulting simple abbreviations, and read about both the history of medieval popes and 
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emperors as well as the city of Troy and the founding of Rome. Touched by the literary 
and spiritual currents emanating from the Netherlands, a product of the medieval 
university, working for both his bishop and his community, he collected whatever he 
found either useful or fulfilling.  
Pfeffel was perhaps not typical in terms of ambition, dedication, financial 
resources, or connections, but he was not unique.136 His example is instructive because it 
illuminates the avenues available to secular clerics who sought texts for either personal or 
professional purposes. Most may have had the resources to assemble only a small 
collection, but their methods would have been the same: borrowing exemplars, copying, 
hiring scribes, exploiting personal contacts, and buying the occasional bargain. Ulrich 
Pfeffel’s library is an unusually eloquent witness to his life and activities. What this 
library reveals, however, may not have been so unusual – the circulation of books and 
texts not only among university professors and cathedral canons, but also among parish 
priests and preachers. Fifteenth-century priests did read; what they read would have 
influenced their sense of themselves as a profession and their devotional preferences. 
Further searches for book-owning priests, at least in the Empire, would be worthwhile 
indeed. 
 
                                                 
1 “Liber herr Vlrich, ich hab czum merer mal von euch verstanten, wie ir dy pucher gern 
hettet; nun schick ich euch die vnd wil euch dy bas feyler gebe dan keinen andern vnd pit 
euch, ir wollet mir vier gulden leyhen dy weil dar auf, das wil ich vmb euch verdien<en>. 
Ob ir aber des gelcz nit het, so hat das kein irrung; behaltet dy pücher dennoch; wen ich 
czu euch kann, wil ich mich wol mit euch vertragen; wenn ir dann die v gulden notig 
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6 For example, see Florenz Landmann, “Predigten und Predigtwerke in den Händen der 
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des 15. Jahrhunderts,” Archiv für elsässische Kirchengeschichte 8 (1933), 209-240; 
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